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The National Bioethics Advisory Commission (NBAC) was established by Executive Order 12975,
signed by President Clinton on October 3, 1995. NBACs functions are defined as follows:

a)

b)

)
d)

NBAC shall provide advice and make recommendations to the National Science and Technology
Council and to other appropriate government entities regarding the following matters:

1) the appropriateness of departmental, agency, or other governmental programs, policies,
assignments, missions, guidelines, and regulations as they relate to bioethical issues arising
from research on human biology and behavior; and

2) applications, including the clinical applications, of that research.

NBAC shall identify broad principles to govern the ethical conduct of research, citing specific
projects only as illustrations for such principles.

NBAC shall not be responsible for the review and approval of specific projects.

In addition to responding to requests for advice and recommendations from the National Science
and Technology Council, NBAC also may accept suggestions of issues for consideration from
both the Congress and the public. NBAC also may identify other bioethical issues for the
purpose of providing advice and recommendations, subject to the approval of the National
Science and Technology Council.
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want to thank the Commission for the attention that you are giving today to religious perspectives regarding

human stem cell research and for the opportunity to speak before you. I come as a member of a mainline
Protestant denomination, the United Church of Christ, and although no one individual speaks for our church,
[ will try to represent the positions we have taken and the concerns that we hold.

Let me begin by saying that we do not have an official position regarding the status of embryos. That is not
to say we have no opinion or do not care about their rightful status before God. But officially, we have never
declared that we regard embryos as persons. Some of our members would agree with that declaration; many—
perhaps most—would not agree, believing instead that embryos have an important but lesser status. But we
have, deliberately, I think, avoided any such declarations. On the contrary, we have made statements in which
We express our openness to embryo research, given certain conditions, which I will come to in a moment.

I quote at length from a report that served as the background to a 1997 General Synod resolution on the
question of human cloning;

Beginning with the 8th General Synod in 1971, various General Synods of the United Church
of Christ have regarded the human pre-embryo as due great respect, consistent with its potential
to develop into full human personhood. General Synods have not, however, regarded the
pre-embryo as the equivalent of a person. Therefore, we on the United Church of Christ
Committee on Genetics do not object categorically to human pre-embryo research, including
research that produces and studies cloned human pre-embryos through the 14th day of fetal
development, provided the research is well justified in terms of its objectives, that the research
protocols show proper respect for the pre-embryos, and that they are not implanted. We urge
public discussion of current research and future possibilities, ranging from pre-implantation
genetic screening of human pre-embryos to nuclear transfer cloning to human germline
experimentation. We do not categorically oppose any of these areas of research, but we believe
they must be pursued, if at all, within the framework of broad public discussion. In 1989,

the 17th General Synod of the United Church of Christ stated that it was ‘cautious at present
about procedures that would make genetic changes which humans would transmit to their
offspring (germline therapy)....We urge extensive public discussion and, as appropriate,

the development of federal guidelines during the period when germline therapy becomes
feasible’....We on the United Church of Christ Committee on Genetics are opposed to the idea
that human pre-embryo research, such as germline experimentation or research involving
cloned pre-embryos, should be permitted but left largely unregulated if funded privately, or
that there is no federal responsibility for the ethics of such research if federal funds are not
used. We believe that this approach merely seeks to avoid the difficult public deliberation

that should occur prior to such research. We believe that all such research should be subject
to broad public comment and that it should only proceed within a context of public
understanding and general public support.'

And so when it comes to the specific questions before you regarding the ethics of pluripotent human stem
cell research and federal policy in this area, my view is that it is broadly consistent with the views of the
United Church of Christ that human stem cell research go forward with federal funds. In fact, we go further
and encourage reconsideration of the ban on federal funding for embryo research. We are open to the possibility
that somatic cell nuclear transfer be used to create embryos for research, but not implantation, under highly
defined research protocols, and that this research, too, be done with public funding.

One of the conditions that we attach to the possibility of this research is that a clear and attainable benefit
for science and for medicine be indicated in advance. And it is reasonable to think that now, with pluripotent
stem cell technology, such benefit is becoming clearer.

Another condition that we attach is that this research should follow a period of intense and open public
discussion. In fact—and let me be as clear as I can about this—all that I have said about our support for
research in these areas depends upon meeting the condition of advanced public discussion. I believe this is
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especially important for this Commission, because it represents one of very few places in our national life
where such a conversation can begin.

We stipulate this condition for two reasons. First, we believe that although enormous advances for medicine
lie ahead in these areas of research and that we are obliged to work to achieve these advances, our efforts could
be undermined, and it could be very bad for science if research proceeds in the short term without broad
public understanding and support. Public misunderstanding and public exclusion from discussion could result
in public rejection of this and related forms of research.

The second reason why we set forth the condition of advanced public discussion and support is that
we value living in a society that makes basic public moral decisions based on the deliberations of informed
citizens. As a historic church, our congregational forebears extended congregational decisionmaking to the
public square. As a church today, we believe that our views are not the only views worth hearing, but that
public policy on morally problematic issues should be the result of honest and sustained discourse during
which all views are brought forward in public. This view of a public society is an article of faith with us.

As a commission, you are, of course, under time constraints and must offer your report on specific policy
questions. As a church, we offer at least some support for the view that federally funded research in embryonic
stem cells, and possible even in embryos, should move forward as quickly as possible. But on the basis of the
condition our Church has set on this support, I ask you to do whatever you can in your report to satisfy our
condition by helping to bring about a new, open, and sustained national discussion of these difficult questions
and issues. Such a sustained discussion may be well beyond your mandate and may require some new institu-
tional platform, but you are one of the key voices in our national life that can urge that this challenge be taken
on for the good of research, for the good of public support of research, and for the good of the kind of society
in which we want to live.

I will conclude by noting two concerns, both of which involve contextual factors that a church such as
ours will bring to the discussion table that I am urging you to help create. The first is social justice. Precisely
because this research promises such great benefit, we worry that the benefit will be distributed unevenly and
therefore that it will further the position of the rich and the powerful at the expense of the poor and the weak.
We believe that the moral test of any system, including our system of medical research and treatment, is how
well it treats the least privileged members of society, first of all within our own nation, but also globally. And so
we would challenge those who fund and develop these therapies by asking the following question: How will
the benefits be shared universally? We are aware that the difficult problems of delivery and cost recovery must
be considered, but in offering our support for this research based on the promise of medical benefit, we do not
mean that the benefit should be distributed only by market means.

The second concern involves the broader scientific and medical context of research. It is impossible for any
of us to offer a moral assessment of human stem cell technology in isolation from other current or pending
areas of research, among them somatic cell nuclear transfer and human germline modification. Through these
technologies and the combination of these technologies, we are about to acquire a wholly unprecedented level
of control over our health, our longevity, and our offspring. And so I urge you to do whatever is in your power
not only to create a broad public discussion, but also to define its agenda broadly as involving this wide but
inter-related set of emerging technologies.

I conclude with this simple observation: If the question before us is narrowly defined as involving embryos
and stem cells, the various religious traditions will take different positions. But if the question is framed in
terms of concern for social justice or of our ability to chart our common future in view of the overwhelming
changes that lie ahead, the various religious traditions will find there is much upon which to agree. If this is
correct, then we might find greater understanding on the narrow issues as we move along the pathway of
greater engagement on the contextual issues.

Note

1 “Statement on Cloning’ by the United Church of Christ Committee on Genetics,” in Ronald Cole-Turner ed., Human Cloning:
Religious Responses (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1997), 149-151.
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An Eastern Orthodox View of Embryonic Stem Cell Research

would like to thank the Commission for providing me with an opportunity to present an Orthodox view

of the ethical problems and challenges associated with human embryonic stem cell research. I would like to
emphasize that I do not speak for the Greek Orthodox Church but instead offer comments that I believe are
consistent with the teachings and tradition of the Orthodox Church.

The Orthodox Church has a long tradition of encouraging the “medical art” that alleviates unnecessary pain
and suffering and restores health. The Church, however, also has reminded us that this art is given to us by
God to be used according to His will, not our own, since “the medical art has been vouchsafed us by God,
who directs our whole life, as a model for the cure of the soul” and “we ought not commit outrage against a
gift of God by putting it to bad use.” What constitutes bad use is what has brought us together here today. An
important consideration for the Orthodox is based on our understanding of what it is to be a human person.

Humans are created in the image and likeness of God and are unique in creation because they are psycho-
somatic, beings of both body and soul—physical and spiritual. We do not understand this mystery, which is
analogous to that of the Theanthropic Christ, who at the same time is both God and a human being. We do
know, however, that God intends for us to love Him and grow in relationship to Him and to others until we
reach our goal of theosis, or deification, participation in the Divine Life through His grace. We grow in the
image of God until we reach the likeness of God. Because we understand the human person as one who is in
the image and likeness of God, and because of sin we must strive to attain that likeness, we can say that an
authentic human person is one who is deified. Those of us who are still struggling toward theosis are human
beings, but potential human persons.’

We believe that this process toward authentic human personhood begins with the zygote. Whether created
in situ or in vitro, a zygote is committed to a developmental course that will, with God’s grace, ultimately lead to
a human person. The embryo and the adult are both potential human persons, although in different stages of
development. As a result, Orthodox Christians affirm the sanctity of human life at all stages of development.
Unborn human life is entitled to the same protection and the same opportunity to grow in the image and
likeness of God as are those already born.

Given this Orthodox understanding of human personhood and life, I cannot condone any procedure that
threatens the viability, dignity, and sanctity of that life. In my view, the establishment of embryonic stem cell
lines® was done at the cost of human lives. Even though not yet a human person, an embryo should not be
used for or sacrificed in experimentation, no matter how noble the goal may seem. For me, then, the derivation
of embryonic stem cell lines is immoral because it sacrificed human embryos, which were committed to
becoming human persons. That the embryos donated for this work were not going to be implanted and had
no chance of completing their development cannot mitigate the fact that they should not have been created. In
vitro fertilization techniques that routinely result in “surplus” embryos that are eventually discarded is immoral
for the same reasons I have already mentioned. I believe, then, that the prohibition of research using human
embryos should be continued and, if possible, extended to the private sector as well.

Wishing that something had not been done will not undo it. Established embryonic stem cell lines exist,
and their use has great potential benefits for humanity, which need not be reviewed here. The Orthodox
Church, as I mentioned before, has a long tradition of encouraging the medical arts. We have a long list of
healer-saints—physicians who became authentic persons through the practice of medicine. Invariably, they
obeyed the commandment of Christ to his apostles, “Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse lepers, cast out
demons. You received without paying, give without pay.”* Without going into an extensive exegesis of the
verse, the intention is clear: Attend not to profit, but to the medical needs of others.

Using our healer-saints as a paradigm, I am concerned about how the existing stem cell lines will be used.
Will they be used to heal, or will they be used to maximize profits? Market forces are very strong, and, in my
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opinion, are often contrary to the general good. Allowing the cell lines to be owned by private companies that
are responsible first to their stockholders and investors rather than to the general welfare may compromise

the use of the lines. It is imperative that steps be taken to ensure that the lines be used only for therapeutic
procedures that will benefit those in need and not be limited to the few who will be able to afford them. I want
to emphasize that the lines must be used only therapeutically, to restore health and to prevent premature death.
They must not be used cosmetically or to further any eugenic agenda. None of us is physically perfect, but all
are called to be perfected in Christ. Part of our challenge to participate in the Divine Life is to overcome our
deficiencies. We must not attempt to re-create ourselves in our own image.

Because stem cell lines have such great potential for healing, efforts should be made to encourage discovery
of more morally acceptable sources. A recent report suggests that adult stem cells may be less restricted
than previously thought.” It may be possible to develop techniques to culture such cells without the need to
sacrifice the donor. Alternatively, because organ donation is viewed favorably by many (but not all) Orthodox
Christians, I would accept cell lines derived from fetal primordial germ cells, but only in cases of spontaneous
miscarriage. A fetus cannot be killed for an organ, just as an adult cannot. Also, great care must be taken to
assure that the mother’s consent is truly informed.

In summary, the Orthodox Church promotes and encourages therapeutic advances in medicine and the
research necessary to realize them, but not at the expense of human life. The Church considers human life to
begin with the zygote and to extend beyond our physical death, as we were promised eternal life by our God
and Savior. Recognizing that we are all in a sinful and imperfect state, the Church admonishes us to strive for
perfection through God’s grace as we strive to become authentic human persons in communion with God.
Because we tend to follow our own will rather than God’s, we are reminded to be discerning so that we do
not commit outrages by putting a gift of God to bad use.

Notes

1 St. Basil the Great, The Long Rules 55, M.M. Wagner, tr., St. Basil: Ascetical Works, The Fathers of the Church, vol. 9
(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1962), 330-37.

2 See also, Nellas, P, Deification in Christ: The Nature of the Human Person, Chapters 1 and 2 (Crestwood, New York: St. Vladimir’s
Seminary Press, 1987) and Breck, J., The Sacred Gift of Life: Orthodox Christianity and Bioethics, Chapters 1 and 3 (Crestwood, New
York: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1998).

3 Thomson, J.A., Itskovitx-Eldor, J., Shapiro, S.S., Waknitx, M.A., Swiergiel, J.J., Marshall, VS., and Jones, J.M., “Embryonic Stem
Cell Lines Derived from Human Blastocysts,” Science 282 (1998):1145-1147.

4 Matthew 10:8.

5 Bjornson, C.R., Rietze, R.L., Reynolds, B.A., Magli, M.C., and Vescovi, A.L., “Turning Brain into Blood: A Hematopoietic Fate
Adopted by Adult Neural Stem Cells In Vivo,” Science 283 (1999):534-537.
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Stem Cell Research

A. Fundamental Theological Convictions *

1.

The Jewish tradition uses both theology and law to discern what God wants of us. No legal theory that
ignores the theological convictions of Judaism is adequate to the task, for any such theory would lead to
blind legalism without a sense of the law’s context or purpose. Conversely, no theology that ignores Jewish
law can speak authoritatively for the Jewish tradition, for Judaism places great trust in law as a means to
discriminate moral differences in similar cases, thus giving us moral guidance. My understanding of

Judaism’s perspective on stem cell research will, and must, draw on both theological and legal sources.

. Our bodies belong to God; we have them on loan during our lease on life. God, as owner of our bodies,

can and does impose conditions on our use of our bodies. Among those conditions is the requirement that
we seek to preserve our lives and our health.

. The Jewish tradition accepts both natural and artificial means for overcoming illness. Physicians are the

agents and partners of God in the ongoing act of healing. Thus, the mere fact that human beings created a
specific therapy rather than finding it in nature does not impugn its legitimacy. On the contrary, we have a
duty to God to develop and use any therapies that can aid us in taking care of our bodies, which ultimately
belong to God.

. At the same time, all human beings, regardless of level of ability and disability, are created in the image of

God and are to be valued as such.

. Moreover, we are not God. We are not omniscient, as God is, and so we must take whatever precautions

we can to ensure that our actions do not harm ourselves or our world in our very effort to improve them.

A certain epistemological humility, in other words, must pervade whatever we do, especially when we are

pushing the scientific envelope, as we are in stem cell research. We are, as Genesis says, supposed to work
the world and preserve it; it is the achievement of that balance that is our divine duty.*

B. Jewish Views of Genetic Materials

1.

Because doing research on human embryonic stem cells involves procuring them from aborted fetuses, the
status of abortion within Judaism is a subject that immediately arises. Within Judaism, by and large, abor-
tion is forbidden. The fetus, during most of its gestational development, is seen as “the thigh of its mother,”
and neither men nor women may amputate their thigh at will, because that would be injuring their bodies,
which belong to God. On the other hand, if the thigh turns gangrenous, both men and women have the
positive duty to have their thigh amputated in order to save their lives. Similarly, if a pregnancy endangers a
woman’s life or health, an abortion must be performed to save her life or protect her physical or mental
health, for she is without question a full-fledged human being with all the protections of Jewish law, while
the fetus is still only part of the woman’s body. When there is an elevated risk to the woman beyond that of
normal pregnancy, but insufficient risk to constitute a clear threat to her life or health, abortion is permitted,
but it is not required. That is an assessment that the woman should make in consultation with her physi-
cian. Some recent authorities also would permit abortions in cases where genetic testing indicates that the
fetus will suffer from a terminal disease such as Tay-Sachs or from serious malformations.’

The Jewish stance on abortion, then, is that if a fetus was aborted for legitimate reasons under Jewish law, it
may be used to advance our efforts to preserve the life and health of others. In general, when a person dies,
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we must show honor to God’s body by burying it as soon as possible after death. To benefit the lives of
others, however, autopsies may be performed when the cause of death is not fully understood, and organ
transplants are allowed to enable other people to live.* The fetus, as I have said, does not have the status of a
full-fledged human being. Therefore, if we can use the body of a human being to enable others to live, how
much the more so may we use a part of a body—in this case, the fetus—for that purpose. This all presumes
that the fetus was aborted for good and sufficient reason within the parameters of Jewish law.

2. Stem cells for research purposes also can be procured from donated sperm and eggs mixed together and cul-
tured in a petri dish. Genetic materials outside the uterus have no legal status in Jewish law, for they are not
even a part of a human being until implanted in a woman’s womb, and even then, during the first 40 days
of gestation, their status is “as if they were simply water.”> Abortion is still prohibited during that time,
except for therapeutic purposes, for in the uterus such gametes have the potential of growing into a human
being. Outside the womb, however, at least at this time, they have no such potential. As a result, frozen
embryos may be discarded or used for reasonable purposes and so may the stem cells that are procured
from them.

C. Other Factors in This Decision

1. Given that the materials for stem cell research can be procured in permissible ways, the technology itself is
morally neutral. It gains its moral valence on the basis of what we do with it.

2. The question, then, is reduced to a risk-benefit analysis of stem cell research. The articles in the most recent
Hastings Center Report® raise some questions to be considered in such an analysis, but I will not rehearse
them here. I want to note only two things about them from a Jewish perspective:

a. The Jewish tradition views the provision of health care as a communal responsibility, and so the justice
arguments in the Hastings Center Report have a special resonance for me as a Jew. Especially because much
of the basic science in this area was funded by the government, the government has the right to require
private companies to provide their applications of that science at reduced rates, or if necessary, at no cost,
to those who cannot afford them. At the same time, the Jewish tradition does not demand socialism, and
for many good reasons we in the United States have adopted a modified, capitalistic system of economics.
The trick, then, will be to balance access to applications of the new technology with the legitimate right
of a private company to make a profit on its efforts to develop and market those applications.

b. The potential of stem cell research for creating organs for transplant and cures for diseases is, at least in
theory, both awesome and hopeful. Indeed, in light of our divine mandate to seek to maintain life and
health, one might even argue that from a Jewish perspective we have a duty to proceed with that research.
As difficult as it may be, we must draw a clear line between uses of this or any other technology for cure,
which are to be applauded, as opposed to uses of this technology for enhancement, which must be
approached with extreme caution. Jews have been the brunt of campaigns of positive eugenics both here,
in the United States, and in Nazi Germany,” and so we are especially sensitive to creating a model human
being that is to be replicated through the kind of genetic engineering that stem cell applications will
involve. Moreover, when Jews see a disabled human being, we are not to recoil from the disability or
count our blessings for not being disabled in that way; rather, we are commanded to recite a blessing
thanking God for making people different.® Thus, in light of the Jewish view that all human beings are
created in the image of God, regardless of their levels of ability or disability, it is imperative from a Jewish
perspective that the applications of stem cell research be used for cure and not for enhancement.
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D. Recommendation

My recommendation is that we take the steps necessary to advance stem cell research and its applications in an
effort to take advantage of its great potential for good. We should do so, however, in such a way that we pro-
vide access to its applications to all Americans who need them and at the same time prohibit the development
of applications intended to make all human beings fit any particular model of human excellence. Through this
technology, we should seek to cure diseases and to appreciate the variety of God’s creatures.

Notes

1 For more on these and other fundamental assumption of Jewish medical ethics, and for the Jewish sources that express these
convictions, see Dorff, E.N., Matters of Life and Death: A Jewish Approach to Modern Medical Ethics, Chapter 2 (Philadelphia: Jewish
Publication Society, 1998).

2 Genesis 2:15.

3 For more on the Jewish stance on abortion, together with the biblical and rabbinic sources that state that stance, see Dorff,
Matters of Life and Death, 128-133, and Feldman, D.M., Birth Control in Jewish Law: Marital Relations, Contraception, and Abortion as
Set Forth in the Classic Texts of Jewish Law (New York: New York University Press, 1968), reprinted under the title Marital Relations,
Abortion, and Birth Control in Jewish Law, Chapters 14 and 15 (New York: Schocken, 1973).

4 For classical sources on this, see Dorff, Matters of Life and Death, Chapter 9.

5 Babylonian Talmud, Yevamot 69b. Rabbi Immanuel Jakobovits notes that “40 days” in talmudic terms may mean just under two
months in our modern way of calculating gestation, since the rabbis counted from the time of the first missed menstrual flow while
we count from the time of conception, approximately two weeks earlier. See Jakobovits, L., Jewish Medical Ethics: A Comparative and
Historical Study of the Jewish Religious Attitude to Medicine and Practice (New York: Bloch Publishing Company, 1959, 1975), 275.

6 Hastings Center Report, March-April (1999):30-48.

7 See Gould, S.J., The Mismeasure of Man (New York: WW. Norton and Company, 1996) and Annas, G.J., and Grodin, M.A.,,
The Nazi Doctors and the Nurembetrg Code: Human Rights in Human Experimentation (New York: Oxford, 1992).

8 For a thorough discussion of this blessing and concept in Jewish tradition, see Astor, C., “...Who Makes People Different:” Jewish
Perspectives on the Disabled (New York: United Synagogue of America, 1985).
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Roman Catholic Views on Research Involving Human
Embryonic Stem Cells

he Roman Catholic moral tradition offers potentially significant perspectives on questions surrounding

research on human embryonic stem cells. I use the plural, “perspectives,” because there is no simple,
single voice from the Catholic community on such questions. There is, however, a shared “community of
discourse,” so that one can easily identify common convictions expressed in a common language as well as
specifically divergent views on this and other particular moral issues.

First, then, the common convictions: The Catholic tradition is undivided in its affirmation both of the
goodness of creation and the importance of human agency in the ongoing processes within creation. God is
actively present in the world, and human persons are called to discern the sacredness of creation and their own
responsibilities as, in a sense, co-creators with God. With one mind, Catholics also affirm the importance of
both the individual and the community, seeing these not finally as competitors but as essentially in need of
each other for the fulfillment of both. It is never possible from this tradition to justify, in an ultimate sense, the
sacrifice of an individual to the community or to forget the common good when thinking about the individual.
It is also clear to everyone in the Catholic tradition that human persons are responsible for their offspring in
ways particular to humans and that future generations matter both in this world and in a hoped-for unlimited
future.! The Catholic tradition is unified in its belief in God’ active and intimate care for the world and each
person in it and in our own correlative obligations to care for those who are in need—preventing unjustified
harm, alleviating pain, and protecting and nourishing the well-being of individuals and the wider society. There
are deep roots in the Catholic tradition that anchor a commitment to the poorest, the most marginalized, and
the most ill, and that in doing so sustain a commitment to human equality in its most basic sense.

At the same time, there are clear disagreements among Catholics (whether moral theologians, Church
leaders, or ordinary members of the Catholic community) on, for example, particular issues of fetal and
embryo research, assisted reproductive technologies, and the prospects for morally justifiable human stem cell
research. These disagreements include conflicting assessments of the moral status of the human embryo and
the use of aborted fetuses as sources of stem cells.

That there is so much agreement on fundamental approaches to human morality yet disagreement on
specific moral rules is not surprising. For one thing, affirmations of the goodness of creation, human agency,
and principles of justice and care do not always yield directly deducible recommendations on specific questions
such as stem cell research. Or again, genuine concerns for the moral fabric of society do not by themselves
settle empirical questions regarding possible good or bad consequences of the development of particular tech-
nologies. There is, for example, often no easy and direct way to determine whether a particular set of choices
regarding scientific research will violate the rights of some persons to basic medical care or undermine respect
for the dignity of each individual.

At the heart of the Catholic tradition, however, there is a conviction that creation is itself revelatory and
knowledge of the requirements of respect for created beings is accessible at least in part to human reason.

This is what is at stake in the Catholic tradition’s understanding of natural law. For most of its history, a
Catholic natural law theory has not assumed that morality can simply be “read off” of nature, not even with
the important help of Scripture. Nonetheless, what natural law theory does is tell us where to look—that is,
to the concrete reality of the world around us, to the basic needs and possibilities of human persons in relation
to one another, and to the world as a whole. “Looking” (to concrete reality) means a complex process? of
discernment and deliberation, and a structuring of insights and determination of meaning, from the fullest
vantage point available, given a particular history—one that includes the illumination of Scripture and the
accumulated wisdom of the tradition. The limits, yet necessity, of this process account for many of the
disagreements about specific matters, even within the faith community.
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This brings us, then, to disagreements regarding human embryonic stem cell research. Those who stand
within the Catholic tradition tend to “look” to the reality of stem cells and, what is more relevant in this
instance, to the realities of the sources of stem cells for current research—that is, human embryos and fetuses.
Within the Catholic tradition, a case can be made both against and for such research—each dependent upon
different interpretations of the moral status of the human embryo and the aborted human fetus. There are, first,
a significant number of Catholics, including present spokespersons for the American bishops,’ who make the
case against. They argue that human embryos must be protected on a par with human persons—at least to the
extent that they should not be either created or destroyed merely for research purposes. Moreover, the use of
aborted fetuses as a source for stem cells, while not in one sense different from the harvesting of tissue from
any human cadavers, nonetheless should be prohibited because it is complicit with and offers a possible
incentive for elective abortion. (If the fetuses in question have been spontaneously aborted, however, some
opening is allowed for their use in this research.?) Part of the case against embryo stem cell research also rests
on the identification of alternatives (the use of adult cells, dedifferentiated and redifferentiated into specific
lineages®). One can also presume that the case against embryo stem cell research includes a case against
cloning, if and insofar as this research incorporates steps involved in procedures for cloning.®

But on the other hand, a case for human embryo stem cell research can also be made on the basis of
positions developed within the Catholic tradition. A growing number of Catholic moral theologians, for
example, do not consider the human embryo in its earliest stages (prior to the development of the primitive
streak or to implantation) to constitute an individualized human entity with the settled inherent potential to
become a human person. The moral status of the embryo is, therefore (in this view), not that of a person, and
its use for certain kinds of research can be justified. (Because it is, however, a form of human life, it is due
some respect—for example, it should not be bought or sold.) Those who would make this case argue for a
return to the centuries-old Catholic position that a certain amount of development is necessary in order for
a conceptus to warrant personal status.” Embryological studies now show that fertilization (“conception”) is
itself a process (not a “moment”), and such studies provide support for the opinion that in its earliest stages
(including the blastocyst stage, when stem cells would be extracted for purposes of research) the embryo is not
sufficiently individualized to bear the moral weight of personhood.®* Moreover, some of the concerns regarding
the use of aborted fetuses as a source for stem cells can be alleviated if safeguards (such as ruling out “direct”
donation for this purpose®) are put in place—not unlike the restrictions articulated for the general use of fetal
tissue for therapeutic transplantation. And finally, concerns about cloning may be at least partially addressed
by insisting on an absolute barrier between cloning for research and therapeutic purposes on the one hand
and cloning for reproductive purposes on the other (the latter, of course, raising many more serious ethical
questions than the former).

We have, then, two opposing cases articulated within the Roman Catholic tradition. It would be a mistake
to conclude that what this tradition has to offer, however, is only a kind of “draw.” It offers, rather, an ongoing
process of discernment that remains faithful to a larger set of theological and ethical convictions, that takes
account of the best that science can tell us about some aspects of reality, and that aims to make one or the
other case persuasive on the basis of reasons whose intelligibility is open to the scrutiny of all. I myself stand
with the case for embryonic stem cell research, and I believe this case can be made persuasively both within
the Catholic tradition and in the public forum. The newest information we have from embryological studies
supports this case, and I would argue that it can be made without sacrificing the tradition’s commitments to
respect human life, promote human well-being, and honor the sacred in created realities. Further, to move
forward with human embryonic stem cell research need not soften the tradition’s concerns to oppose the
commercialization of human life and to promote distributive justice in the provision of medical care.'

Our tradition’s ongoing conversation on such matters yields more light than I have time to show here. It is
also a reminder to all of us of the importance of epistemic humility, especially if and as we decide to open more
and more room for the human control of creation.
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Notes

1 This implies that for those in the Roman Catholic tradition, a goal of longer and longer life spans is not an unqualified or in itself
absolute good. This has some relevance for arguments for stem cell research that suggest a major goal of a greatly expanded human
life span.

2 Hence, the intelligibility of “realities” is not such that their meaning is immediately obvious. What is given to our understanding
through experience is not only always partial, but it must always be interpreted.

3 See Doerflinger, R., “Destructive Stem-Cell Research on Human Embryos,” Origins 28 (1999):769-773; see also “Donum Vitae
(Respect for Human Life),” Origins 16 (1987):697-711; and Grisez, G., “When Do People Begin?” Proceedings of the American
Philosophical Association 63 (1990).

4 The difficulty often noted regarding this option, however, is that spontaneously aborted fetuses are frequently not a source for
healthy cells or tissue (there is a reason why they spontaneously aborted).

5 See, for example, Pittenger, M.E, et al., “Multilineage Potential of Adult Human Mesenchymal Stem Cells,” Science 284
(1999):143-147; and Wade, N., “Discovery Bolsters a Hope for Regeneration,” New York Times (2 April 1999). This alternative
could prove to be extremely important precisely because it does not involve the harvesting of stem cells either from embryos or
from aborted fetuses. Many scientists, however, consider this alternative as too distant (in terms of the research still needed to
develop it) to be a realistic competing possibility.

6 There is insufficient time to expand on the relevance of this point. But some stem cell research, at least, does involve the first
stages of cloning—although the goal is not to bring a clone to birth.

7 See, for example, Donceel, J., “Immediate and Delayed Hominization,” Theological Studies 31 (1970):76-105. The early views on
this matter were, of course, based on inadequate knowledge of reproductive biology, and twentieth-century views that hold the
presence of potential for personhood from the “moment” of conception are based on more adequate knowledge. The contemporary
position on delayed “hominization,” however, is argued on the basis of more recent embryological studies. For the Catholic tradi-
tion, science is extremely important for theology, though it is not determinative in every case.

8 See, for example, Shannon, T.A., and Walter, A.B., “Reflections on the Moral Status of the Pre-Embryo,” Theological Studies 51
(1990):603-626; McCormick, R.A., “Who or What Is the Preembryo?” Corrective Vision: Explorations in Moral Theology (Kansas City,
MO: Sheed and Ward, 1994), 176-188; and Cahill, L.S., “The Embryo and the Fetus: New Moral Contexts,” Theological Studies 54
(1993):124-142.

9 That is, ruling out the possibility of a woman who elects abortion directly donating fetal stem cells for therapeutic treatment of
someone she knows. Other safeguards insist that the investigator also not be the attending physician for an abortion.

10 These and other concerns are urgent in regard to the overall question of human stem cell research. However, there is insufficient
time to pursue them, or even articulate them, here.
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hank you for the invitation to address your Commission. I had such an opportunity on one previous
occasion, and, at the risk of simply repeating myself, I would like at the outset to make clear just a few of
the qualifications that must be applied to everything I say here today.

As T understand it, I have been invited to speak specifically in my capacity as a Protestant theologian, and I
will try to do so. At the same time, I cannot claim to speak for Protestants generally—alas, no one can. I will,
however, try to draw on several theologians who speak from within different strands of Protestantism. I think
you can and should assume that a significant number of my co-religionists more or less agree with the points I
will make. You can, of course, also assume that other Protestants would disagree, even though I like to think
that, were they to ponder these matters long enough, they would not.

Moreover, I have tried not to think of what I am doing as an attempt by some Protestant “interest group” to
put its oar into your deliberations. Although I will begin as best I can from somewhere rather than nowhere,
that is, from within a particular tradition, its theological language seeks to uncover what is universal and
human. It begins epistemologically from a particular place, but it opens up ontologically a vision of the human.
You might, therefore, be interested in it not only because it articulates the view of a sizable number of our
fellow citizens but also because it seeks to uncover a vision of the life that we share.

Finally, I confess at the outset that the topic before you—human embryonic stem cell research—raises for
me complexities that I do not fully understand. As I have tried to follow recent developments, they have often
seemed bewildering. You, no doubt, understand them better than I, but perhaps I can also bring an angle of
vision that will enrich your deliberations.

To that end I will make three points. For each of the three points, I will take as my starting point a sentence
from a well-known Protestant thinker—not in order to claim that theologian’s authority for or agreement with
what I have to say, but simply to provide some “texts” with which to begin my reflections.

First, a passage from Karl Barth, perhaps the greatest of twentieth-century theologians, who writes from the
Reformed (Calvinist) tradition: “No community, whether family, village or state, is really strong if it will not
carry its weak and even its very weakest members.”!

This sentence invites us to ponder the status of the human embryo—the source of many, though not all,
of the stem cells that would be used in research. One of the complexities that I do not fully understand
involves the question of whether stem cells are not themselves and cannot develop into embryos. I will assume
that they are not and cannot, although perhaps I need to be instructed further on this matter. Even in making
this assumption, however, we face the fact that procuring embryonic stem cells for research requires the
destruction of the embryo. Hence, we cannot avoid thinking about its moral status.

No doubt in our society it is impossible to contemplate this question without feeling sucked back into the
abortion debate, and we may sometimes have the feeling that we cannot consider any other related question
without always ending up arguing about abortion. Perhaps there is something to that, and 1 will not entirely
avoid it myself before I am done, but the question of using (and destroying) embryos in research is a separate
question. The issue of abortion, as it has been framed in our society’s debate and in Supreme Court decisions,
has turned chiefly on a conflict between the claims of the fetus and the claims of the pregnant woman. It is
precisely that conflict, and our seeming inability to serve the woman’s claim without turning directly against
the life of the fetus, that has been thought to justify abortion. But there is no such direct contflict of lives
involved in the instance of embryo research.

Here, as in so many other areas of life, we must struggle to think inclusively rather than exclusively about
the human species, about who is one of us, and about whose good should count in the common good we seek
to fashion. The embryo is, I believe, the weakest and least advantaged of our fellow human beings, and no
community is really strong if it will not carry its weakest members.

This is not an understanding shaped chiefly in the fires of recent political debate; rather, it has very deep
roots in Christian tradition, and, invited as I have been to address you from within that tradition, I need to
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explore briefly those roots. We have become accustomed in recent years to distinguishing between persons and
human beings, to thinking about personhood as something added to the existence of a living human being—
and then to debating where to locate the time when such personhood is added. There is, however, a much
older concept of the person—for which no threshold of capacities is required—that was deeply influential in
Western history and that had its roots in some of the most central Christian affirmations. The moral impor-
tance of this understanding of the person has been noted recently by the Anglican theologian, Oliver
O’Donovan.’

Christians believed that in Jesus of Nazareth, divine and human natures were joined in one person, and, of
course, they understood that it was not easy to make sense of such a claim. For if Jesus had both divine and
human natures, he would seem to be two persons, two individuals, identified in terms of two sets of personal
capacities or characteristics—a sort of chimera, we might say, in terms appropriate to this gathering.

So Christian thinkers turned in a different direction that was very influential in our cultures understanding
of what it means to be an individual. In their view, a person is not someone who has a certain set of capacities;
a person is simply, as O'Donovan puts it, a “someone who’—a someone who has a history. That story, for each
of us, begins before we are conscious of it, and, for many of us, may continue after we have lost consciousness
of it. It is nonetheless our personal history even when we lack awareness of it, even when we lack or have lost
certain capacities characteristic of the species.

This is, as I noted, an insight that grew originally out of intricate Christological debates carried on by
thinkers every bit as profound as any we today are likely to encounter. But starting from that very definite
point, they opened up for us a vision of the person that carries deep human wisdom, that refuses to think of
personhood as requiring certain capacities, and that therefore honors the time and place of each someone who
has a history. In honoring the dignity of even the weakest of living human beings—the embryo—we come to
appreciate the mystery of the human person and the mystery of our own individuality.

Second, a sentence from the late John Howard Yoder, a well-known Mennonite theologian: “I am less likely
to look for a saving solution if I have told myself beforehand that there can be none, or have made advance
provision for an easy brutal one.”’

Stem cell research is offered to us as a kind of saving solution, and it is not surprising therefore that we
should grasp at it. Although I suspect that promises and possibilities could easily be oversold, none of us
should pretend to be indifferent to attempts to relieve or cure heart disease, Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s
diseases, or diabetes. Suffering, and even death, are not the greatest evils of human life, but they are surely
bad enough—and all honor goes to those who set their face against such ills and seek to relieve them.

The sentence from Yoder reminds us, however, that we may sometimes need to deny ourselves the handiest
means to an undeniably good end. In this case the desired means will surely involve the creation of embryos
for research—and then their destruction. The human will, seeing a desired end, takes control, subjecting to its
desire even the living human organism. We need to ask ourselves whether this is a road we really want to travel
to the very end. Learning to think of human beings as will and freedom alone has been the long and steady
project of modernity. At least since Kant, ethics has often turned to the human will as the only source of value.
But C. S. Lewis, an Anglican and surely one of the most widely read of twentieth-century Christian thinkers,
depicted what happens when we ourselves become the object of this mastering will:

We reduce things to mere Nature in order that we may ‘conquer’ them. We are always con-
quering Nature, because ‘nature’ is the name for what we have to some extent conquered. The
price of conquest is to treat a thing as mere Nature....The stars do not become Nature till we
can weigh and measure them: the soul does not become Nature till we can psycho-analyse her.
The wresting of powers from Nature is also the surrendering of things to Nature. As long as
this process stops short of the final stage we may well hold that the gain outweighs the loss.
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But as soon as we take the final step of reducing our own species to the level of mere Nature,
the whole process is stultified, for this time the being who stood to gain and the being who
has been sacrificed are one and the same. This is one of the many instances where to carry

a principle to what seems its logical conclusion produces absurdity. It is like the famous
Irishman who found that a certain kind of stove reduced his fuel bill by half and thence
concluded that two stoves of the same kind would enable him to warm his house with no
fuel at all....[I]f man chooses to treat himself as raw material, raw material he will be.*

What Yoder reminds us is that only by stopping, only by declining to exercise our will in this way, do we
force ourselves to look for other possible ways to achieve admittedly desirable ends. Only by declining to use
embryos for this research do we awaken our imaginations and force ourselves to seek other sources for stem
cells—as may be possible, for example, if recent reports are to be believed, by deriving stem cells from bone
marrow or from the placenta or umbilical cord in live births. The discipline of saying no to certain proposed
means stimulates us to think creatively about other, and better, possibilities.

One such possibility will, however, be almost as controversial as deriving stem cells from embryos, and it
must, therefore, be noted here. I refer to the possibility of deriving stem cells from the germ cells of aborted
fetuses. I have opposed the use of embryos for stem cell research, and I also want, in the last analysis, to
oppose this method of acquiring the cells, but the reasons are not immediately apparent. On the face of it, after
all, this is simply another form of tissue or organ donation from a cadaver. It does not use—or create and then
use—a living human being solely for research purposes. Obviously, though, it threatens to suck us back into
the situation I described earlier: where every problem becomes, ultimately, the abortion problem. And here, 1
fear, we cannot so easily separate the issues, although there are, of course, various procedural safeguards that
can be put in place in order to try to assure ourselves that the promised benefits of research do not in any way
encourage abortion.

We can clarify our own judgments on the matter by two simple thought experiments that aim to distinguish
the several moral issues interwoven here. Would we object to research using tissue acquired only from sponta-
neously aborted (miscarried) fetuses? I cannot see why we should—though, of course, it is not really very
helpful to propose such a source. Would we object to research using tissue acquired only from those abortions
which, though induced and intended, were abortions we thought permissible (however large or small that class
might be)? This, at least in my view, is a harder call. But to use for the benefit of others those whom we have
already (even if legitimately) condemned to die is so clearly an example of the strong using the weak that I
think we should draw back and say no. The life of a human being has been sacrificed in abortion, legitimately,
by hypothesis, for the good of someone else. And, as Kathleen Nolan once put it, “a moral intuition insists that
being used once is enough.”” We need to challenge ourselves to look for other, better solutions.

Third, a passage from Stanley Hauerwas, a Methodist theologian: “The church’s primary mission is to be
a community that keeps alive the language and narrative necessary to form lives in a truthful manner.”®

Hauerwas does not mean that Christians are necessarily more truthful than other people. He means that,
when they are doing what they ought to be doing, they worry lest we deceive ourselves, lest we fail to speak
the truth about who we are individually and communally, and about what we are doing. This is certainly
important for our larger society, and I am quite sincere when I say that—whatever this Commission decides to
recommend—you can do us all an enormous service if you will speak truly and straightforwardly and if you
will help us avoid euphemism and equivocation, so that we may together think clearly about who we are and
wish to be.

What, more precisely, do I have in mind? I have in mind matters such as the following: that we avoid
sophistic distinctions between funding research on embryonic stem cells and funding the procurement of those
cells from embryos; that we not deceive ourselves by supposing that we will use only “excess” embryos from
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infertility treatments, having in those treatments created far more embryos than are actually needed;’ that

we speak simply of embryos, not of the “pre-embryo” or the “pre-implantation embryo” (which is really the
unimplanted embryo); and that, if we forge ahead with embryonic stem cell research, we simply scrap the
language of “respect” or “profound respect” for those embryos that we create and discard according to our
purposes. Such language does not train us to think seriously about the choices we are making, and it is, in any
case, not likely to be believed. You can help us to think and speak truthfully, and that would be a very great
service indeed.

[ have pressed these three points with some reluctance, because I have the sense—as you may well
imagine—that T will be taken to be standing athwart history and yelling, “Stop!” But it is a risk worth taking.
We may easily deceive ourselves about what we do—especially when we do it in a good cause, with a good
conscience. We need help if we are to learn to speak truthfully and to face with truthfulness the choices we
make, and, whatever this Commission’s precise determinations, I hope you will give us such help.

Notes

1 Barth, K., Church Dogmatics, 111/4 (T. & T. Clark, 1961), 424.

2 O’Donovan, O., Begotten or Made? (Clarendon Press, 1984), 49-66.

3 Yoder, J.H., “What Would You Do If...? An Exercise in Situation Ethics,” Journal of Religious Ethics 2 (1974):91.
4 Lewis, C.S., The Abolition of Man (Macmillan, 1947), 82-84.

5 Nolan, K., “Genug ist Genug: A Fetus Is Not a Kidney,” Hastings Center Report 18 (1988):14.

6 Hauerwas, S., Truthfulness and Tragedy (University of Notre Dame Press, 1977), 11.

7 That this is not simply my private suspicion can be seen from the following passage from Andrews, L.B., “Legal, Ethical, and
Social Concerns in the Debate Over Stem-Cell Research,” Chronicle of Higher Education (29 Jan 1999):B5. “Moreover, as embryos
become valuable to biotech companies as sources of cell lines, doctors may increase the dose of fertility drugs to insure that
multiple embryos are created—in effect, to manufacture more ‘excess’ embryos.”
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Iam grateful for the opportunity to appear before this Commission to present a Roman Catholic perspective
on the moral issues involved in stem cell research. I speak as an individual physician, ethicist, and former
clinical and laboratory investigator. Because of limited time, I shall confine myself to a summary of the moral
issues. I have read and agree with the testimony regarding the legal and moral issues presented by Mr. Richard
Doerflinger of the National Conference of Catholic Bishops on April 16 of this year.

I will argue against the moral acceptability of research involving embryonic stem cells obtained from
in vitro-fertilized blastocysts and embryonic primordial germline cells obtained from aborted fetuses. My
objections are grounded in the following: 1) my understanding of the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church
about the moral status of the fetus and embryo, 2) the insufficiency of the utilitarian arguments that would
justify destruction or discarding of embryos, and 3) the practical difficulties of effectively regulating the practice
even if it were morally defensible.

I recognize, as do Roman Catholics generally, the great potential for human therapeutics in stem cell
research. I do not oppose stem cell research per se if the cells are obtained from sources such as adult humans,
miscarriages, or placental blood. What is morally unsustainable is the harvesting of stem cells by either of two
currently proposed methods: 1) the creation and destruction of human embryos at the blastocyst stage by
removal of the inner cell mass or 2) the harvesting of primordial germ cells from aborted fetuses. Both cases
involve complicity in the direct interruption of a human life, which Roman Catholics believe has a moral claim
to protection from the first moments of conception. In both cases, a living member of the human species is
intentionally terminated.

In the Roman Catholic view, human life is a continuum from the one-cell stage to death. At every stage,
human life has dignity and merits protection. Upon conception, the biological and ontological individuality
of a human being is established. Human development unfolds in an orderly way, and each stage of that
development must be treated as an end in itself, not as a mere means to other ends, however useful they
might be to others.

The Roman Catholic perspective, therefore, rejects the idea that full moral status is conferred by degrees or
is achieved at some arbitrary point in development. Such arbitrariness is liable to definition more in accord
with experimental need than ontological or biological reality. Terms such as “pre-embryo” or “pre-implantation
embryo” seem to be contrivances rather than biological or ontological realities.

Also rejected are socially constructed models that leave moral status to definition by social convention. In
this view, moral status may be conferred at different times, or taken away, depending on social norms. This is a
particularly perilous model for the most vulnerable among us: fetuses, embryos, the mentally retarded, or those
in permanent vegetative states. The horrors of genocide in current events force us to recognize how distorted
social convention can become, even in presumably civilized societies.

There is, admittedly, a difference in moral gravity in harvesting cells from aborted fetuses if the act of
terminating life is clearly separated from the use of the harvested cells. The moral problem of complicity
remains, however, because Roman Catholics believe abortion to be intrinsically wrong. To use tissue from an
aborted fetus is morally akin to using the data from unethical human experimentation under dictatorial
regimes. For most Roman Catholics, both the fetus and the embryo have the same moral claim to protection
of their lives, even though the moral gravity of use of their respective tissues may be different.

In addition to objections to the current sources for stem cells, the moral arguments for permitting embryonic
stem cell research are faulty. Only a few of these arguments can be mentioned here. One argument is that the
so-called spares (fertilized ova) that result from in vitro fertilization will be discarded anyway, so why not use
them? But the facts are otherwise: Many spare embryos have been frozen; all have not been destroyed, even
though permission may have been given. The fate of spare embryos is, therefore, not as certain as we may suppose.
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Even if parents were to consent to use of their spare embryos, this would not change the inherent moral
status of the embryo itself. Embryos created specifically for research do not have a different moral status than
embryos created for reproductive purposes. In both cases, the embryo would be treated as a means to an end.
Its inherent moral status is violated because it must be killed in order to obtain stem cells. There is no moral or
legal basis for subjecting any member of the human species to harm or death in nontherapeutic research based
on the prediction that it will die anyway, no matter how certain that prediction may be.

The Department of Health and Human Services has argued that funds can be used for research on cells
obtained by the destruction of embryos so long as the act of destruction, itself, is not federally funded. T will
not address the question of whether this reasoning distorts the intent of Congress in prohibiting use of federal
funds for embryo destruction. But it is reasonable to question the logic of moral cleansing of the act of destruc-
tion by this artificial separation of killing the embryo and using its cells.

An issue of complicity as well as justice lies in the use of tissues from aborted fetuses or therapies developed
from the destruction of embryos. Many Catholics, and probably others, would object, as some already do, to
vaccines and transplants derived from the use of those sources in ways they take to be immoral. Catholic hos-
pitals could not on principle use such therapies. Supporting such research from federal funds would impose an
injustice on Catholics, who would be forced into complicity through taxation even though they perceive grave
moral harm in the practice, however legal it may be.

Even in the general public, there is as yet no overwhelming moral consensus for approval of the destruction
of embryonic human life for experimental purposes. Even if there were such a consensus, the moral dilemmas
would still exist for many members of our society. Opinion polls and plebiscites do not per se establish moral
norms.

Those who favor embryonic stem cell research, like the Human Embryo Research Panel, grant, as have legal
opinions, that the embryo should be treated with “respect.” When we inquire into what this means, it seems to
be merely an assurance that these embryos will be destroyed only in “...research that incorporates substantive
values such as reduction of human suffering.” This is a fragile form of respect, since it makes the embryo’s
dignity and value conditional on something other than its intrinsic value.

Even if these and many other ethical issues were surmountable—as I think they are not—much of the
argument for embryonic stem cell research rests on the promise to control abuses by appropriate legal
regulation. How is it possible to separate “spare embryos” from embryos intentionally produced as stem cell
sources? The temptation to make “spares” is obvious. In any case, we cannot, and should not, post monitors
in every laboratory. Morality has always depended on character, not on legal regulation.

The temptation to stretch the moral envelope is already apparent. Clearly, a major biological problem is
how to direct pluripotential stem cells to take a desired direction—Iet us say, towards myocytes rather than
osteocytes. The question of whether cells a little further along in differentiation might not be more successful
already has been raised. The pressure to use somewhat more mature cells will mount, if only to test the
hypothesis. Furthermore, it is not at all certain that frozen spare cells will actually function the same way as
“fresh” cells. The temptation to create, or “find,” spare cells during in vitro fertilization will be strong. Finally,
it is still uncertain that pluripotential cells are not totipotential and capable of developing into a complete
human embryo.

There are also the obvious complications of profits and patents and the close association of the current
research with the biotechnology industry. It is not unfair to question the “protection” provided by ethics review
boards appointed by and serving corporate entities. This is not to impugn their motives, but only to recognize
the conflicts of interest that occur when profit and prestige are at stake.

I believe the Commission would serve the public welfare and the cause of morality best if it were to reject
any attempt to legitimize embryonic stem cell research from in vitro fertilized-blastocysts or from aborted
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fetuses, the moral, legal, and practical impediments of which are of such great magnitude and complexity.
The Commission should instead strongly encourage the funding and development of alternate sources of stem
cells—those that do not depend on the destruction of living human embryos or make use of cells from induced
abortions. In light of the rapid developments in this field, the possibility and probability of the development
of morally acceptable sources of stem cells is a reality. Therefore, both scientific and ethical prudence would
dictate a delay in the implementation of any policy covering such research.

Like all scientific research, stem cell research has tremendous potential for human benefit. But without
ethical constraints, it can easily overshadow the very humanity it purports to benefit. As presently conceived,
human stem cell research goes beyond the boundaries of moral acceptability.

Note

1 Geron Ethics Advisory Board, “Research with Human Embryonic Stem Cells: Ethical Considerations,” Hastings Center Report
March/April (1999):32-33.
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Islamic Perspectives on Research with Human Embryonic Stem Cells

hank you very much for inviting me to give an Islamic perspective on human stem cell research. I do

not represent a particular school of thought (“church”) in Islam; rather, I speak for the Islamic tradition
in general, which is a textual tradition. I have been able to examine a number of primary and secondary
sources that have been produced by scholars representing different schools of thought. Two major sects or
schools of thought, the Sunni, who form the majority in the Muslim community, and the Shi‘ite, who form
the minority, do not represent an Orthodox/Reform divide; instead, they are both “orthodox” in the sense that
both base their arguments on the same set of texts that are recognized as authoritative by all of their scholars.
And yet, it is important to keep in mind the plurality of interpretations displayed by the “traditionalists” and
“conservatives” on the one hand, and the “liberals” on the other.

The ethical-religious assessment of research uses of pluripotent stem cells derived from human embryos in
Islam can be inferentially deduced from the rulings of the Shari‘a, Islamic law, that deal with fetal viability and
the sanctity of the embryo in the classical and modern juristic decisions. The Shari'a treats a second source of
cells, those derived from fetal tissue following abortion, as analogically similar to cadaver donation for organ
transplantation in order to save other lives, and hence, the use of cells from that source is permissible. For this
presentation, I have researched three types of sources in Islamic tradition to assess the legal-moral status of the
human embryo: commentaries on the Koranic verses that deal with embryology; works on Muslim traditions
that speak about fetal viability; and juridical literature that treats the question of the legal-moral status of the
human fetus (al-janin).

Historically, the debate about the embryo in Muslim juridical sources has been dominated by issues related
to ascertaining the moral-legal status of the fetus. In addition, in order to provide a comprehensive picture
representing the four major Sunni schools and one Shi'ite legal school, I have investigated diverse legal
decisions made by their major scholars on the status of the human embryo and the related issue of abortion
in order to infer religious guidelines for any research that involves the human embryo.

Let me repeat here, as I did when I testified to the Commission about Islamic ethical considerations in
human cloning, that since the major breakthrough in scientific research on embryonic stem cells that occurred
in November 1998, I have not come across any recent rulings in Islamic bioethics regarding the moral status of
the blastocyst from which the stem cells are isolated.

The moral consideration and concern in Islam have been connected, however, with the fetus and its
development to a particular point when it attains human personhood with full moral and legal status. Based on
theological and ethical considerations derived from the Koranic passages that describe the embryonic journey
to personhood developmentally and the rulings that treat ensoulment and personhood as occurring over time
almost synonymously, it is correct to suggest that a majority of the Sunni and Shi‘ite jurists will have little
problem in endorsing ethically regulated research on the stem cells that promises potential therapeutic value,
provided that the expected therapeutic benefits are not simply speculative.

The inception of embryonic life is an important moral and social question in the Muslim community.
Anyone who has followed Muslim debate over this question notices that its answer has differed at different
times and in proportion to the scientific information available to the jurists. Accordingly, each period of Islamic
jurisprudence has come up with its ruling (fatwa), consistent with the findings of science and technology
available at that time. The search for a satisfactory answer regarding when an embryo attains legal rights has
continued to this day.

The life of a fetus inside the womb, according to the Koran, goes through several stages, which are described
in a detailed and precise manner. In the chapter entitled “The Believers” (24), we read the following verses:
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We created (khalagna) man of an extraction of clay, then We set him, a drop in a safe lodging,
then We created of the drop a clot, then We created of the clot a tissue, then We created of
the tissue bones, then we covered the bones in flesh; thereafter We produced it as another
creature. So blessed be God, the Best of creators (khaligin) (K. 24:12-14)!

In another place, the Koran specifically speaks about “breathing His own spirit” after God forms human
beings:

Human progeny He creates from a drop of sperm; He fashions his limbs and organs in perfect
proportion and breathes into him from His own Spirit (ruh). And He gives you ears, eyes,
and a heart. These bounties warrant your sincere gratitude, but little do you give thanks

(K. 41:9-10).

And your Lord said to the angels: T am going to create human from clay. And when I have
given him form and breathed into him of My life force (ruh), you must all show respect by
bowing down before him’ (K. 38:72-73).

The commentators of the Koran, who were in most cases legal scholars, drew some important conclusions
from this and other passages that describe the development of an embryo to a full human person. First, human
creation is part of the divine will that determines the embryonic journey developmentally to a human creature.
Second, it suggests that moral personhood is a process and achievement at the later stage in biological develop-
ment of the embryo when God says: “thereafter We produced him as another creature.” The adverb “thereafter”
clarifies the stage at which a fetus attains personhood. Third, it raises questions in Islamic law of inheritance as
well as punitive justice, where the rights and indemnity of the fetus are recognized as a person, whether the
fetus should be accorded the status of a legal-moral person once it lodges in the uterus in the earlier stage.
Fourth, as the subsequent juridical extrapolations bear out, the Koranic embryonic development allows for a
possible distinction between a biological and moral person because of its silence over a particular point when
the ensoulment occurs.

Earlier rulings on indemnity for homicide in the Shari'a were deduced on the premise that the life of a fetus
began with the appreciation of its palpable movements inside the mother’s womb, which occurs around the
fourth month of pregnancy. In addition to the Koran, the following tradition on creation of human progeny
provided the evidence for the concrete divide in pre- and post-ensoulment periods of pregnancy:

Each one of you possesses his own formation within his mother’s womb, first as a drop of
matter for forty days, then as a blood clot for forty days, then as a blob for forty days, and
then the angel is sent to breath life into him (Sahih al-Bukhari [d. 870] and Sahih al-Muslim
[d. 875], The Book of Destiny [qadar]).

Ibn Hajar al-"Asqalani (d. 1449) commenting on the above tradition says:

The first organ that develops in a fetus is the stomach because it needs to feed itself by means
of it. Alimentation has precedence over all other functions for in the order of nature growth
depends on nutrition. It does not need sensory perception or voluntary movement at this stage
because it is like a plant. However, it is given sensation and volition when the soul (nafs)
attaches itself to it (Fath al-bari fi sharh al-Sahih al-bukhari, kitab al-qadar, 11:482).

A majority of the Sunni and some Shi‘ite scholars make a distinction between two stages in pregnancy
divided by the end of the fourth month (120 days) when the ensoulment takes place. On the other hand, a
majority of the Shi‘ite and some Sunni jurists have exercised caution in making such a distinction because they
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regard the embryo in the pre-ensoulment stages as alive and its eradication as a sin. That is why Sunni jurists
in general allow justifiable abortion within that period, while all schools agree that the sanctity of fetal life must
be acknowledged after the fourth month.

The classical formulations based on the Koran and the Tradition provide no universally accepted definition
of the term “embryo.” Nor do these two foundational sources define the exact moment when a fetus becomes
a moral-legal being. With the progress in the study of anatomy and in embryology, it is confirmed beyond
any doubt that life begins inside the womb at the very moment of conception, right after fertilization and the
production of a zygote. Consequently, from the earliest stage of its conception, an embryo is said to be a living
creature with sanctity whose life must be protected against aggression. This opinion is held by Dr. Hassan
Hathout, a physician by training, who was unable to be here today. This scientific information has turned into
a legal-ethical dispute among Muslim jurists over the permissibility of abortion during the first trimester and
the destruction of unused embryos, which would, according to this information, be regarded as living beings
in the in vitro fertilization clinics. Some scholars have called for ignoring the sanctity of fetal life and permitting
its termination at that early stage.

A tenable conclusion held by a number of prominent Sunni and Shi‘ite scholars suggests that aggression
against the human fetus is unlawful. Once it is established that the fetus is alive, the crime against it is regarded
as a crime against a fully formed human being. According to these scholars, science and experience have
unfolded new horizons that have left no room for doubt in determining signs of life from the moment of
conception. Yet, as participants in the act of creating and curing with God, human beings can actively engage
in furthering the overall good of humanity by intervening in the works of nature, including the early stages of
embryonic development, to improve human health.

The question that still remains to be answered by Muslim jurists in the context of embryonic stem cell
research is, When does the union of a sperm and an ovum entail sanctity and rights in the Shari'a? Most of
modern Muslim opinions speak of a moment beyond the blastocyst stage when a fetus turns into a human
being. Not every living organism in a uterus is entitled to the same degree of sanctity and honor as is a fetus at
the turn of the first trimester.

The anatomical description of the fetus as it follows its course from conception to a full human person has
been closely compared to the tradition about three periods of 40-day gestation to conclude that the growth of
a well-defined form and evidence of voluntary movement mar